But the virus has also presented higher education with opportunities after the dangers of COVID‐19 have passed or a vaccine is discovered that makes it safe to resume normal activities.

The functional moment will pass. The virus will recede. How will colleges and universities worldwide respond to the residuals? The following five opportunities will exist for those who pursue them:

**1 Create a vision statement for your school.** A vision statement is a statement of intent and is fundamentally different from a mission statement, which is a description of the route to follow to realize the vision. Vision statements require thinking from the end.

In his book *Start With Why*, Simon Sinek urges companies and organizations to create a "differentiating value proposition." He asks the questions "What do you do, why do you do it and what do you do that no one else can do?"

Why should an applicant enroll in your school? What do you do better than any other school? What will your school "look like" after COVID‐19 recedes to the background? What is the vision for your future students? How is that vision different from what it is today? These are vision questions.

Creating vision plans is fundamentally different from creating strategic plans. And, presumably, different people would be tasked with creating a vision for the future that, once created, will be articulated to all major constituencies.

It\'s long(er)‐term thinking. It\'s thinking with no box. It\'s a plan with a vision.

**2 Create a yearlong academic program combining the best of in‐person and online learning.** In an April 2020 survey report published by the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 58% of the 262 college and university respondents were considering or had decided to remain fully online for the fall 2020 semester and 62% were considering decreasing, or had decreased, the number of in‐person courses for fall 2020.

COVID‐19 may accelerate the end of the traditional semester‐based system for collegiate registration, progression, and graduation because Gen Z students are used to being online all the time.

What would your school "look like" if you created a system allowing students, in concert with academic deans, advisors, and registrars, to create and personalize their educational experience, course sequencing, and progression?

In the United States, the National Center for Education Statistics published the following: 38% of full‐time, undergraduate students transfer schools within the first six years and, on average, these students lose 43% of their credits, basically one semester, and pay an extra \$36,000 for their bachelor\'s degree.

What would your school "look like" if a personalized, yearlong academic program contributed to reduced attrition and transfer rates? What could be the financial return on this investment?

Disruptive? Complicated? Labor‐intensive? Difficult to monitor? All true. However, to return to the semester‐by‐semester course structure is to deny one of the lasting implications of COVID‐19: change. The virus has put its imprint on all facets of life, including the traditional way students accumulate the number of credits needed to graduate.

Joshua Kim, in a blog created to provide a space for conversation and debate about learning and technology, wrote on April 6, 2020: "Nobody thought let\'s use COVID‐19 to eliminate instructor‐led courses and send all of our students to Duolingo or Khan Academy. We understood, without even saying it out loud, that remote learning is all about reconfiguring the relationship between educators and students."

What does your vision team think of this suggestion?

**3 Create yearlong recruitment programs for both domestic and international students.** What would your school "look like" if your recruitment and admission policies and procedures were changed to reflect the realities of the post‐pandemic world? Would your recruitment teams continue to travel domestically and internationally to attract students to your school? Would you pay agents to recruit for you worldwide with the hope that they will be able to replace the international students who returned home for the spring 2020 semester and are not planning to return for the fall semester?

It is unlikely that the answers to these questions would be in the affirmative.

If the academic year is restructured, the recruitment year must also change.

What would your school "look like" if your recruitment and admission staff relied more heavily on virtual recruitment and admissions tools? What if that system included an effective and efficient method of communicating with applicants and their parents that did not require participating in college fairs?

And recruitment and admission deans should take a second look at how and when credentials are reviewed. If there is no longer a semester‐by‐semester intake of students, there is no need to evaluate credentials along that traditional timeline.

The National Association for College Admission Counseling recently asked colleges and universities in the United States to reassess their admission criteria.

What does your vision team think of this suggestion?

**4 Create new business models and financing options.** Most higher education business models, dependent on annual tuition increases and, for some, increased government assistance, are another victim of COVID‐19. Current business plans are based on margins that have been getting slimmer and slimmer every year.

The virus has shed a bright light on the weaknesses of many current higher education business models, especially in colleges and universities with less‐than‐robust online course strategies and endowment portfolios.

Mat Frenz, a Partner at Entangled Group, an education consulting firm, put it best: "Institutions will be forced to reconsider their business model," he wrote, "and make very difficult decisions about who they are and what they do."

As part of your school\'s vision team, chief financial officers would probably raise these questions:➤If the academic year is changed and students are enrolled in both in‐person and online courses, should tuition charges be different for each method of instruction?➤What could be the return on the investment of improved progression and graduation rates?➤What cost‐cutting measures could be introduced at your school to reduce costs? What would your school "look like" if spending priorities shifted to reflect the new normal?

What does your vision team think of this suggestion?

**5 Replace competition with collaboration.** It is impossible to estimate how many colleges and universities will be forced to suspend operations and close due to declining student enrollments and revenue. If the virus abates and then reemerges in the fall and winter, additional losses of both students and revenue will make it impossible for many tuition‐driven, endowment‐poor schools to survive.

Assuming that safe, in‐person instruction will not be possible until a vaccine is found, what could vulnerable schools do now to prepare not for closing, but for merging with another institution? Potential partners may be near or remote.

Who on the vision team could be tasked with compiling a short list of colleges and universities that would be a good "fit" for merging with your school? What criteria should your school use to determine potential partners? Is combining majors part of your criteria? Is team‐teaching online courses part of your school\'s criteria? Can negotiations include offering dual degrees?

Will merging result in better retention rates and less student loan debt?

What are the benefits and the liabilities?

This opportunity requires action now, not sometime in the future. The opportunity is based on the belief that higher education, as we have known it, will never be what it was before COVID‐19 rewrote the rules governing when and where students enroll and graduate.

What does your vision team think of this suggestion?

Conclusion {#emt30681-sec-0002}
==========

'Last year\'s words belong to last year\'s language and next year\'s words await another time.'

--- T.S. Eliot

Will COVID‐19 transform today\'s colleges and universities as the Black Death did in the Middle Ages? The plague that swept through Europe in the late 1340s ultimately led to a shift from a worldview centered on theology to one that valued science.

Right now, this pandemic has added a new layer of complexity and confusion to the higher education sector, to those who work in the sector, and to those who seek to study in colleges and universities.

Maybe none of the recommendations suggested in this article are relevant to your college or university at this time. Perhaps some are. I hope I have made the case for:➤Creating a vision for what your school will "look like" after the dangers of COVID‐19 are resolved; thinking from the end.➤Making hard choices based on data.➤Creating new academic, financial, and recruitment models.➤Realigning priorities, both academic and financial.➤Reentering a post‐COVID‐19 world not in isolation but in collaboration.

I hope I have made the case for reimagining what higher education and, by extension, your school will look like after this crisis passes.
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